
By Tom Gordon

In an unexpected setback to small
claims reform, on May 17 Maryland

Governor Parris Glendening vetoed
HALT-supported legislation, despite its
unanimous approval by both houses of
the state legislature. According to his
message, Glendening acted in response
to concerns that “prompted the Mary-
land Trial Lawyers Association to re-
quest a veto of this bill.” 

The legislation, HB 546, was one of
only 18 bills this term vetoed on policy
grounds by Glendening, who signed
736 bills into law. It would expand the
jurisdiction of Maryland’s small claims
court from $2,500 to $5,000, and limit
formal pleadings to cases involving
more than $2,500.

The Governor’s message echoes as-
sertions by the Trial Lawyers that “in-
creasing the established jurisdictional
amount in controversy may unfairly
prejudice plaintiffs by limiting their
rights” to trial by jury, discovery and
formal pleadings for parties.

“Glendening is using claims of con-
sumer protection as a ‘red herring’ to
cover the tracks of the trial lawyers’effort

to maintain their courthouse monopoly,”
stated HALT Executive Director Jim
Turner. “People who go to court with a
$5,000 dispute don’t want motions, inter-
rogatories and full-blown trials—they
want a swift resolution of their problems
without having to hire a lawyer.”

The Maryland Trial Lawyers’Asso-

ciation was one of the largest institu-
tional supporters of Glendening’s 1998
reelection campaign, donating $12,000
to him directly and spending about
$110,000 on radio and television ad-
vertisements supporting him.

“The Glendening veto is special in-
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By Steve Serdikoff

In April, HALT submitted an amicus
curiae or “friend of the court” brief

to the U.S. Court of Appeals for the
Federal Circuit in an important test
case that will decide the rights of peo-
ple who bring a law suit without a
lawyer (pro se litigants). As HALT ex-
plained in its brief “the key issue pre-
sented in this case is whether the fed-
eral courts can treat a pro se litigant as
a second class citizen.”

The test case grew out of a deci-
sion by a U.S. District Court in Cali-
fornia refusing to award attorneys
fees to pro se litigant Andrew Pick-
holtz solely because he was not rep-
resented by counsel.

An award of attorney’s fees is a
critical tool that courts use to sanction
parties who fail to comply with pre-
trial requests for documents and other
information during the “discovery”
phase of a case. When a party improp-
erly fails to respond to discovery re-
quests, the entire lawsuit can be de-
layed or even derailed. That is why the
courts make an exception to their
usual rule that each party pays their

own lawyer, and will require a party
who has abused discovery to pay the
other party’s attorneys’ fees. Not sur-
prisingly, in dollar terms attorney’s
fees make up the lion’s share of dis-
covery sanctions.

Because Pickholtz represented him-
self pro se, the trial court decided that
neither he nor any pro se litigant could
be awarded sanctions that include at-
torney fees.

HALT argues that the Court of Ap-
peals should reverse this decision be-
cause it is both bad law and bad policy.
A bedrock principle of our civil justice
system is that all litigants have equal
rights in court proceedings. If it is al-
lowed to stand, the trial court decision
against Pickholtz means that the tens
of millions of Americans who cannot
afford to hire a lawyer are second class
citizens when they are forced to repre-
sent themselves pro se. Even worse, it
will be open season, as lawyers know
they are free to stonewall a pro se dis-
covery request without fear of real eco-
nomic sanctions.

Pickholtz v. Rainbow Technologies
will be argued later this year. ■

Continued on page 2

HALT Fights For Pro Se Litigants
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terest politics at its worst,” Turner ex-
plained. “We all know what really hap-
pened; the lawyers were afraid of los-
ing business and called in a favor to
keep the rules the way they like them.”

The Maryland General Assembly
can overturn the veto with a three-
fifths vote of each chamber when it re-
convenes in January 2002.

HALT’s testimony supporting the
Maryland bill before the state senate is
available on the HALT Web site at
www.halt.org.

As other state legislatures finish
their 2001 sessions, small claims court
reform is making steady progress
across the country, thanks to the efforts
of HALT and its members. Last year,
HALT’s efforts helped pass small
claims reform legislation in Connecti-
cut, Idaho, Indiana, Louisiana and
Michigan. Building on last year’s suc-
cess, HALT’s 2001 legislative testi-
mony and action alerts on small claims
legislation helped build grassroots sup-
port for reform nationwide.

Most notably, Washington State
passed a law increasing its small claims
courts’ maximum jurisdiction from
$2,500 to $4,000. This legislation, like
that in Maryland, also passed unani-
mously in both chambers of the legisla-
ture. Nebraska also raised its small
claims limit from $2,100 to $2,400, an
automatic 5-year adjustment based on
the consumer price index.

In other states reform legislation got
stuck in procedural limbo. The Okla-
homa House passed, by a 77-20 margin,
legislation raising its small claims limit
from $4,500 to $7,500. The bill was
passed too late in the term, however, to
be voted on by the state Senate. Small
claims reform proposals in Connecticut,
Indiana, and Iowa were introduced but
not voted on. A few states have not yet
adjourned their 2001 session, so addi-
tional small claims reform legislation
may still come later in the year.

HALT advocates raising the small
claims dollar limit to $20,000, an
amount which would cover most
everyday consumer disputes. ■
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By Tom Gordon

Abill making substantial changes
in federal bankruptcy law appears

close to becoming law. The bill, called
the Bankruptcy Reform Bill, would
make it harder for people to protect as-
sets during bankruptcy proceedings.

The bill would require many of
those declaring personal bankruptcy to
do so under Chapter 13, which requires
court-supervised repayment of some
debts, rather than under Chapter 7,
which allows people to erase most of
their unsecured debt. Eligibility for
Chapter 7 bankruptcy would require
that the filer have an income below the
state’s median income level and would
also require that the filer complete a
credit counseling program.

Last year, 1.2 million Americans
declared bankruptcy, representing a 70
percent increase in personal bankrupt-
cies in the past decade.

Small businesses would also be af-
fected by the legislation, which creates
strict time limits for reorganization of
their debts to stay in business. Under cur-
rent law, a small business has 180 days
to file a reorganization plan with the
bankruptcy court, but extensions to this
period are frequently granted. Under the
proposed legislation, companies would
have a more strictly enforced 175-day
period to create a reorganization plan.

The bill passed the House by a vote
of 306-108 on March 1, and then
passed the Senate by a vote of 83-15
on March 15. As of press time, the bill
was in conference committee, with the
House and the Senate expected to
work out the differences between their
respective versions of the bill. And,
while similar legislation last year was
vetoed by former President Clinton,
President Bush has voiced his inten-
tion to sign the current legislation.■

Bankruptcy Reform Signed Soon?



ETHICS 2000 — 
MORE OF THE SAME
Will the legal profession have a new
code of ethics to live by soon? Time will
tell. Even though the work of the Ameri-
can Bar Association’s Ethics 2000 Com-
mission is winding down (after three
years and numerous draft proposals), the
Commission’s final report and recom-
mendations still have to be reviewed and
debated by the ABAHouse of Delegates
this August during the ABA Annual
Meeting in Chicago, Illinois.

Any changes made to the rules will
not become effective until adopted by
the House and will not be binding on
lawyers unless and until they are
adopted by the states. Regardless of
what the ABA or individual states de-
cide, the strongest ethics rules in the
world are worthless, if consumers
don’t know about them.

UNAUTHORIZED PRACTICE
TO THE SUPREMES?
The U.S. Supreme Court has yet to de-
cide whether to hear the case of Mari-
lyn Arons. Last year, she petitioned the
Supreme Court for a Writ of Certiorari,
which would allow her to make her ar-
guments in the case brought against
her by the Delaware Bar for unautho-
rized practice of law. Arons, who is not
a lawyer and provided no-fee lay rep-
resentation in Delaware, is trying to
fight the legal profession’s monopoly
on legal services and provide low cost
alternatives to hiring an attorney.

The Supreme Court has taken no
action on Arons’ petition since asking
the Solicitor General to submit a brief
on behalf of the government’s posi-
tion in December. This could be a
hopeful sign that the Court will listen
to arguments in this case, which is key
in determining how the legal profes-
sion will handle unauthorized practice
cases in the future.

A STEP IN THE 
RIGHT DIRECTION
Although many attorneys have reaped
the benefit of punitive damage awards,
it is very rare that punitive damages are
awarded in a suit against a lawyer. Most
often in attorney malpractice cases, a
client can only get “actual damages”
against their lawyer. However, in a re-
cent case in Georgia, two lawyers who
missed a filing deadline in a wrongful
death claim were hit with $200,000 in
punitive damages. Punitive damages
were awarded in the case because the
lawyers breached their duty to the
clients by not keeping them informed
about the status of the case.

BUYING A HOUSE? 
HIRE A LAWYER.
On March 8, 2000, the Supreme Court
of Delaware upheld a decision by the
Board on the Unauthorized Practice of
Law to make it unlawful for anyone
but a Delaware licensed attorney to
handle real estate transactions in the
state. Delaware now joins the ranks of
North Carolina and parts of New Jer-
sey in restricting consumers ac-
cess to nonlawyer help in real
estate matters. An ongoing bat-
tle to place similar restrictions
on consumers is happening in
Kentucky and occurs from time
to time in Virginia.

The case in Delaware in-
volves the Mid-Atlantic Settle-
ment Services which conducts
settlement closings in a number
of states including Delaware. In
a dissenting opinion, one justice
rejected the court’s conclusion
“that a borrower in a real estate
transaction cannot (or perhaps
should not) be permitted to
waive having an attorney pre-
sent at a real estate settlement,”
pointing out that the court’s job

was not “to act as a ‘super-consumer
protection agency’on behalf of borrow-
ers in a real estate settlement.”

YOU WANT THE 
TEXAS SUPREME COURT 
TO HEAR YOUR CASE? –– 
IT MIGHT COST YOU
Anew report issued by Texans for Pub-
lic Justice indicated that law firms that
have donated money to Texas Supreme
Court judges’ election campaigns are
more than four times as likely to have
their cases reviewed by the Texas
Supreme Court than firms that donated
no money. While members of the court
are dismissive of the findings, the report
also noted that the likelihood of having
a case heard by the court is directly pro-
portional to the amount donated. The
bulk of the money donated to judges’
election campaigns in Texas comes
from lawyers and law firms. From the
findings in this report, that money ap-
pears to have been well spent.

— Compiled by Steve Serdikoff 
and Theresa Meehan Rudy
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It’s No
Secret
You’re one 

of the best
kept secrets I’ve
stumbled over as of
late. But I can see
where quite a few—not
all—legal eagles have probably
begun lobbying the powers that be to
declare your organization a national
secret, establishing severe penalties
for those who happen to access your
Web site … My membership form is
enroute via mail with payment.

Dawn Pechman



By Theresa Meehan Rudy

Not too long ago if you wanted to
get a divorce—even an uncon-

tested divorce—you needed to hire 
a lawyer or face huge obstacles in
court trying to do it yourself (pro se). 
Not so anymore.

According to the Florida State Court
Administrator’s office, in nearly 65 per-
cent of Florida divorces last year, one or
both spouses represented themselves in
court. In Arizona, the number of self-
represented individuals in divorce cases
rose from 25 percent in 1980 to 50 per-
cent in 1985 to 88 percent in 1990. In
1998, California’s courts handled nearly
162,000 family law cases. More than
half (52 percent) of the cases had at least
one unrepresented client.

Courts all over the country are re-
sponding to this huge army of pro se lit-
igants by establishing self-help centers
right within their court buildings. In
Broward County, Florida, for example,
a self-help unit was created six years
ago and last year helped 2,650 pro se
litigants. The unit is staffed with people
specially trained to give workshops and
provide general legal information. Sim-
ilar offices exist in other states, includ-
ing California and Arizona (see box at
right). Some are mini libraries com-

plete with do-it-yourself forms, books,
software and educational videos.

For those who do not live in a
county or state that promotes the self-
help ethic, there’s always the Internet.

A quick search under “do-it-your-
self divorce” or “pro se representa-
tion,” calls up scores of Web sites of-
fering everything from legal hotline
contact numbers, to support
groups for people repre-
senting themselves in court.
Many provide state-specific
downloadable forms and
general advice on how to
fill them out.

Information for filing your
own divorce case—espe-
cially if it’s uncontested—is
plentiful, no matter where
you live thanks to books and
software kits written for a
national audience.

If you don’t want to do it
yourself or get involved in ac-
rimonious litigation you can
still turn to alternative dispute
resolution. Anew proceeding
called collaborative law helps
spouses divorce without the
expense or emotional costs
involved in litigation. Each

side gets to hire an attorney to help ne-
gotiate the dissolution but neither side
can initiate litigation or even threaten to
do so. If they do, both attorneys are dis-
qualified from any further involvement
in the case. For more information on
collaborative law and where to find a
collaborative law attorney, check our
Web site, www.halt.org. ■

Going Pro Se In Divorce Court

By Brian R. Downing

This past winter, HALT began a
National Consumer Survey on

Lawyers and the Legal Establishment,
soliciting the views of thousands
of Americans. Their responses tell
us a lot about the public’s unhappi-
ness with the American civil jus-
tice system.

Here are some highlights:
•Ninety-six percent believe our

court system should be improved.
•Almost 78 percent believe that

lawyer fees exceeding $100 per
hour are too high.

•Ninety-two percent believe lawyers
should not be exempt from consumer
fraud regulations.

•Ninety-four percent believe low

cost alternatives to lawyers should exist.
•Ninety-three percent think lawyers

should provide basic consumer infor-
mation to clients, offer clearly written

fee contracts, and use plain
English on all forms.

•Ninety-eight percent want
to have legal self-help books
at their disposal.

• Ninety-one favor in-
creasing the monetary ceil-
ings for small claims courts.

Watch HALT’s Web site
www.halt.org for updated
survey results.  ■

The Public Speaks — The Legal System Is Broken

Serve Yourself
In 1995, a Self-Service Center was created

in the Superior Court of Maricopa County
to increase consumer access to the courts.
The Center, funded through grants from the
State Justice Institute and the Arizona
Supreme Court provides general information
about court proceedings, legal forms and
instructions, and lists of lawyers and
mediators willing to help consumers with
family law matters such as paternity, divorce,
custody and guardianship proceedings.

The Center is accessible in three ways—
via the telephone (602) 506-SELF, through
the Superior Court’s Web site (www.superior
court.maricopa.gov) and at the courthouse in
Phoenix, Arizona. Over 5800 people access
the Self-Service Center a month.

— Cassandra Oryl
Spring ’01 Intern from Catholic University
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By Brian R. Downing

Imagine Mount Olympus, its peak
shrouded, imposing, untouchable.

There, the Greek gods mischievously
abused their power
and discretion, with lit-
tle accountability. What
was the justification for
their insulated station in
society? Because they
are gods, one would an-
swer, as if this were a
self-evident truth.

According to Stanford
Law Professor Deborah L.
Rhode in her new work, In
the Interests of Justice: Re-
forming the Legal Profes-
sion, American lawyers also behave as
if they are a privileged class—ac-
countable to no one but themselves.
Attorneys do this, Rhode argues, be-
cause they lack the ethical framework,
educational insights, and regulatory
structures necessary to promote the
public good.

Rhode identifies lawyer self-regu-
lation and poorly enforced ethics
rules as major problems for lawyers
and consumers. She argues convinc-
ingly that “No occupational group,
however well intentioned, can make
unbiased assessments of the public
interests on issues that place its own
status and income directly at risk. As
virtually every expert observes, the
greater a profession’s control over its
own regulation, the greater the risks
of tunnel vision.”

Professor Rhode also provides a
thoughtful critique of the current sys-
tem of legal ethics. “Today’s profes-
sion has become too diverse and spe-
cialized, and its leadership too weak
and divided, to enforce any unifying
vision of professional ideals.” She
places responsibility for reform
squarely on the individual lawyer’s
shoulders calling on them to “accept
personal moral responsibility for the
consequences of their professional

acts.” She argues “The fact that citi-
zens have a legal right to pursue a cer-
tain objective does not mean they

have a moral right to do
so or that justice neces-
sarily will be served by
zealously representing
their interests.”

The assumption that
winning the case is a
lawyer’s primary func-
tion “has obvious ad-
vantages for lawyers,
whose financial suc-
cess and professional
status generally de-
pend on satisfying

the individuals who retain
them,” Rhode argues. “Bar ethics
codes make a virtue out of expedi-
ence.” The public sees this disposition,

however, as simple greed and con-
cludes that “it’s almost impossible to
go too far in demonizing lawyers.”

In the Interests of Justice is a thought-
provoking and carefully documented
brief showing that the legal profession
in America needs serious reform. If
more lawyers and professors opened
their ears to Rhode’s insightful critique,
HALT’s job would be a lot easier.

In the Interests of Justice: Reform-
ing the Legal Profession, Deborah L.
Rhode, Oxford University Press, 198
Madison Ave., New York, NY 10016,
2000, 268 pages. $27.50.

— Brian R. Downing, a 2001 HALT
Hasse Intern, is currently pursing a

bachelor’s degree in government from
Claremont McKenna College in

Claremont, California.

It’s Accountability, Stupid!
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● May 13, 2001, The
Verdict, a program broadcast

on KOKH-FOX25 Oklahoma City,
Oklahoma television featured Execu-
tive Director Jim Turner.
● April 30, 2001, The Close Up
Foundation featured Executive Di-
rector Jim Turner’s address to
nearly 200 high school teachers as
part of their week long Washington,
DC program.
● April 23, 2001, WOR-AM, (NY)
featured HALT on the nationally syn-
dicated radio call-in show, The Dolans.
● April 2001, Hattiesburg American
(MS) reported on HALT’s Lawyer
Accountability Project.
● April 2001, Lightspan’s StudyWeb
selected The Lawyer Accountability
Project segment of HALT’s Web site
as one of the best educational re-
sources on the Internet.
● March 19, 2001, Members’Market-
place, www.cu-village.com published
an article by HALT on the ABA
Ethics 2000 project.

● March 5, 2001, Members’ Market-
place, www.cu-village.com shared in-
formation with credit union members
about HALT, its Web site, and the
Small Claims Reform Project.
● March 2001, Hartford Courant
(CT) quoted HALT Associate Coun-
sel Steve Serdikoff about HALT’s
Lawyer Accountability Project.
● March 2001, Clarion-Ledger (MS)
quoted HALTAssociate Counsel Steve
Serdikoff about HALT’s Lawyer Ac-
countability Project.
● March 2001, Access (CA) pub-
lished an article by Outreach Direc-
tor Goldie H. Gider on HALT’s Le-
gal Information Clearinghouse and
Referral Network.
● February 2001, The Paralegal Per-
spective (VT)  published an article
by Goldie H. Gider inviting indepen-
dent paralegals to join HALT’s refer-
ral network.
● January 2001, The ParaGraph
(GA) encouraged members to join
the Paralegal Referral Network. ■

Recent Press Coverage



Buying a product that works poorly
or does not work at all is frustrat-

ing, but not cause for alarm if the prod-
uct comes with a good warranty. Awar-
ranty is a guarantee made to the
consumer, by the manufacturer or seller,
to stand behind the product even if
something goes wrong. The warranty is
a contract that explains what your con-
sumer rights are and gives you informa-
tion on how to get help.

How much help you can expect to
get depends on what the warranty
promises. It’s important, particularly
for expensive products, to read and
compare warranties. If a product’s war-
ranty is not displayed, ask to see it.
Stores are required to show you war-
ranties on products costing more than
$15. This allows you to comparison
shop for the best warranty as well as the
best product—before you buy.

If the product you’re thinking of buy-
ing does not include a warranty, it could
be a “gray market” product. Gray mar-
ket goods, also known as “parallel im-
ports,” are genuine products, which are
imported without the authorization of
the trademark or copyright owner. Gray
market products, everything from cam-
eras to watches, are noticeably less ex-
pensive because they do not come with
a warranty honored within the United
States. It’s up to you to weigh the ad-
vantages and disadvantages of purchas-
ing something without a warranty.

Most things you buy, however, will
come with a warranty. Warranties can
be express or implied. Express war-

ranties are written; implied warranties
are automatic. Written warranties must
be written in plain-language, be easy to
understand and cannot contain fine
print. The Magnuson-Moss Warranty
Act, the federal law that governs con-
sumer product warranties, requires
manufacturers and sellers to provide
consumers with detailed information
about warranty coverage. This allows
you to determine quickly what the
company is prepared to do. Of
course you should read the entire
warranty to make sure you un-
derstand exactly what’s covered.

Here are a few tips on what
to look for:

● Is it a full or limited war-
ranty? For example, a color TV
set may have a full warranty on
its picture tube and a limited
warranty on the rest of the set.
Many products have warranties
that cover parts but not labor.

● How long will the war-
ranty last?

● If parts of the product are not
covered, will they be expensive
to fix? Are they likely to break?

● Where does the product
have to be sent to obtain war-
ranty repairs?

● If the product you buy does not
live up to the promises made in its war-
ranty, you have a right to have the
product repaired, replaced or to get
your money back from either the seller
or the manufacturer. You can complain
about a product to either the retailer or

to the manufacturer. You proba-
bly want to contact the retailer
first as they are closest to you.

You should put your com-
plaint in writing. You can ad-
dress letters or faxes to the
company consumer affairs de-
partment or to the president.
The product label or warranty
should list the name and ad-
dress of the manufacturer or
parent company.

Your letter should be dated and 
include:

● Your name, address, daytime
telephone number, and account num-
ber, if any.

● Abrief description of the problem,
including the date and place you made
the purchase, information about the
product (such as the serial or model
number), what went wrong, and what
you want done to correct the problem.

● The amount of time you’re will-
ing to wait for a resolution.

● A two-week deadline for a re-
sponse to your letter.

Include copies, not originals, of
documents that support your com-
plaint. Keep a copy of your complaint
letter, and all letters to and from the
company. If writing a letter does not
work, consider sending a cover letter,
with copies of previous complaint let-
ters and supporting documents to your
state or local consumer protection of-
fice or the Better Business Bureau. In-
clude information about what you have
done so far to try to resolve your com-
plaint. If you think a law has been bro-
ken, contact your local or state con-
sumer protection agency right away.■
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Is that Vacuum a Lemon?

Safe
Surfing
And what

about Internet
purchases? The laws
governing e-commerce
are still evolving as issues
like taxes and privacy rights are
hammered out. If you decide to purchase
a product over the Internet, be sure the
Web site you’re shopping at discloses a
policy for returns, repairs, warranties 
and the like, just as you would in a store. 
The Federal Trade Commission has
issued some basic guidelines to help
consumers using the Internet for
purchases (http://www.ftc.gov).     ■

Hiring Lawyers
Interview at least three to four candidates
before deciding on which lawyer to hire.
TIP: To help reduce the chance of being
cheated or overcharged, never hire any-
one who refuses to provide a written fee
agreement and periodic updates on your
case. This will greatly reduces the chance
of your being mistreated. ■

HALT LEGAL TIP
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From the
Mailbox
Dear HALT,

I won a judgment for $1,500 in small
claims court weeks ago but the losing
party still hasn’t paid. What can I do?

Frustrated in Fresno

Dear Frustrated:
Winning a case in small claims court

is only half the battle. If a check hasn’t
arrived in the mail after a reasonable
amount of time you may be headed to-
ward your next battle. Before doing
anything else, answer the following
questions. Does the person you’re su-
ing have assets? Do you know how to
find them? If the answer is “no” to both
questions, you may have wasted your
time suing in the first place.

If you can answer “yes” to one or
both questions, it’s probably worth pur-
suing the matter, but informally at first.
Send a copy of the judgment order and
a letter requesting payment by certified

mail. If a lump sum cannot be paid, you
can, in a subsequent letter, suggest an
informal payment plan (be sure to keep
your original order and all copies of let-
ters you send). If you agree to a pay-
ment plan, be sure to have it in writing,
signed and filed with the court. This
will help you if you later have to go
back into court.

If these informal steps fail, you will
have to ask the court for a “writ of exe-
cution”: take your judgment to the court
and pay a small fee. You will receive a
formal, court-stamped statement that
you have been granted a judgment, and
that the time for appeal has run out and
that you have an unquestioned right to
the money. This will allow you to col-
lect the person’s property or money.

Assuming assets are available (and
not protected or exempted from collec-
tion), you can garnish wages. You do
this by filling out a “garnishee sum-
mons” and serving it on the debtor’s
employer. The employer is required to
begin taking regular payments from
the person’s salary or explain why not.
Few employers will fail to respond. If

the wages are already garnished and
the state-set limit has been reached, or
if the employee earns less than a speci-
fied amount, you may be out of luck
and have to wait your turn.

You can also take the debtor’s bank
assets by filing a form called an “at-
tachment” and submitting it to a bank.
The bank must obey or explain why it
can’t or won’t work.

If you find out that the person has no
collectable assets, consider putting a
lien on his or her house or other real es-
tate. This won’t get you your money im-
mediately, but it does keep the house
from being sold until you’re paid up.
You can do this by taking your writ of
execution to the recorder of deeds or the
place where real estate records are kept.

Unfortunately, there’s no guarantee
that you will always be able to collect
your money; it may take more time
and effort than it’s worth.

For additional ideas on collecting
your judgment, write for HALT’s
book, Small Claims Court: Making
Your Way Through the System ($12.90
—includes shipping cost). ■

By Steve Serdikoff

One of the complaints often heard
about the court system regards

the almost callous indifference it
shows toward the citizens it is sup-
posed to serve. Never was this more
evident than in a Washington D.C.
courtroom in April of this year. Senior
Judge Tim Murphy repeatedly ignored
pleas for help from a misdemeanor de-
fendant in his courtroom suffering
from a severe asthma attack. Ninety
minutes later, the defendant, Robert L.
Waters Jr., was dead. The court tran-
script reveals Murphy’s lack of con-
cern for Waters’condition.
Waters: “Just take me to 

D.C. General [hospital].”
Murphy: “We will continue [the case]

until Monday.”
Waters: “I can’t breathe.”

Murphy: “ . . . Well, don’t talk so much.”
After being informed of Waters’

death in a nearby cellblock, Murphy,
who said he thought Waters was “fak-
ing” the attack, joked to the court-ap-
pointed attorney that he was “un-
lucky” to have been called on to
represent the homeless Waters. The at-
torney assigned to represent Waters
was equally callous. When Murphy in-
formed him of his client’s death, he
said, “Maybe we should call the
case—execution by death.”

At one point during his fatal attack,
as Waters lay on the floor struggling to
breath and begging to be taken to the
hospital, Murphy said, “...he can lie
there. Won’t affect business one bit.
Okay. Keep calling the other cases.”
Despite the fact that Waters was a life-
long asthmatic, treated twice already

that same day for other attacks, no one
in the courtroom took the action neces-
sary to save his life.

Judge Murphy is now on indefi-
nite leave from the bench, pending
an investigation.

This particularly tragic episode
may be unique in most respects. We
report it to our members however,
because the lack of regard court per-
sonnel, judges and lawyers often
show for the people who are pushed
through the American judicial sys-
tem is all too common. Such disre-
gard tarnishes the legal system’s rep-
utation and must change if people are
to regain their faith in the system’s
fairness. After all, why should one
expect fairness from a system that
appears to care so little for those it
purportedly protects? ■

Tragically Indifferent Courtrooms



Book Sale

To purchase any of the titles listed, mail in the Publication Order Form
along with a check, money order or your credit card information to: 

HALT, 1612 K Street, N.W., Suite 510, Washington, D.C. 20006. Or, if it’s 
more convenient, call us toll-free at: (888) 367-4258 and charge your order.

Please allow 4-6 weeks for delivery. D.C. residents add 6% sales tax.

Publication Order Form

Combined Federal Campaign/United Way # 2206

An Organization of
Americans for Legal Reform

1612 K Street, NW • Suite 510
Washington, D.C. 20006

Non-profit 
Organization
US Postage

PAID
AmeriMail, Inc.

Title(s) Price

(D.C. Residents: Add 6% Sales Tax)
S&H 1-2 books $3.95/3-4 books $6.00
Additional Gift to HALT

TOTAL

Name: __________________________________________________________

Address: ________________________________________________________

City: ______________________________State: ________Zip: __________

Please charge to my credit card:
❑ Visa              ❑ MasterCard              ❑ American Express

Credit Card No.: ________________________________________________
Expiration Date: ________________________________________________

Signature: __________________________________Date: ______________
Phone Number:__________________________________________________

AFFORDABLE JUSTICE
Learn how to resolve legal disputes in
mediation and arbitration (and save
money while you’re at it). $19.95

HOW TO BUY THE RIGHT
INSURANCE AT THE RIGHT PRICE
Information on getting the best insur-
ance coverage in auto, health, and life
for the best price. $15.00

SMALL CLAIMS COURT
Take it to the judge! How to handle
your case in small claims court whether
you’re suing or being sued. $8.95

FED UP WITH THE LEGAL SYSTEM
Learn what you can do to improve legal
access. Offers a number of suggestions
for reforming the legal system to make
it work for the layperson. $9.95

Address Correction RequestedSpring 2001
Support Legal
Reform With Style

Show your support for legal reform
by purchasing these new products.

Exclusively designed for HALT,
this comfortable 100% preshrunk cot-
ton tee depicts a vibrant design. Avail-
able in Large (42-44) or Extra Large
(44-46). Cost: $12 for members, $15
for non-members.

HALT’s big, handsome, natural
canvas bag features a large blue HALT
logo. It is the perfect tote to carry all
your HALT publications! Cost: $10
for members, $12 for non-members.

The cost includes shipping and han-
dling. If you do not note a size, a Large
will be sent. Please allow 4-6 weeks
for your order to arrive. To order, call
our toll-free number 888-FOR-HALT,
or send a check, money order, or credit
card number to our mailing address.■

SALE PRICE: $12.00


